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Introduction:
For my thesis project I have created a body of paintings and prints that
investigate the process of change as it occurs throughout the organic world.
Change is an integral part of nature. The seasons change—fall becomes winter
and spring becomes summer. Plants root, decay, and rot. Leaves bud and fall.
Water freezes and thaws. Change happens in cycles that repeat from beginning to
end. I use my art to represent elements of this cycle. The human motions of
painting and printmaking represent organic motions of change.
A chrysalis is the cocoon phase of an insect, when it changes from a
caterpillar to a butterfly or moth. I chose this title for my show because it
represents a specific phase of change in the organic world. The images in my
paintings and prints represent a variety of transitions in nature, including growth,
reproduction, and decay. They are forms found in plants, insects, and the human
body. They are, among other things, pods, leaves, shells and wings.
The images in my painting are a record of my own observations and
experiences with nature. These experiences collide with other, subjective
experiences in my life and resurface on my canvas as abstract forms of the organic
objects mentioned above. This series of work is a record of nature’s impressions
on me, represented in a language of paint.

Historical Background:
The historical tradition from which I work is abstract painting. The roots
of this tradition are found throughout the history of western art. My earliest
experiences of viewing art in a museum were at the Art Institute of Chicago,
which has a large collection of Claude Monet’s paintings. The Impressionist
paintings first inspired me as an artist and continue to monopolize the majority of
attention whenever I spend a day at the art institute.
While it was Impressionist painting that first inspired me as an artist, it is
the abstract-expressionist tradition to which I am most directly connected. The
strongest tie between my work and the work of many abstract expressionist artists
is my interest in process. Ab-ex painters, such as Mark Rothko, Jackson Pollack,
and Agnes Martin, believe that the process of painting is central to the content.
The artist from this movement who has most strongly influenced my work is the
West Coast ab-ex painter Jay Defeo. DeFeo spent eight obsessive years building
multiple layers of paint onto one canvas to create her most well known painting.
The Rose (see illustration 1). Those who visited her studio during the years it was
painted describe dramatic changes that occurred in the work. Bill Berkson quotes
DeFeo as saying about these changes, "It went through a whole cycle of art
history: the primitive, the archaic, the classic, and then on to the baroque...All of
those stages were interesting and complete in themselves, but just not what the
final version was or what I intended"(71). The viewer today, however, is left with

a large, white surface and only tiny glimpses of what rests underneath. The
resulting mystery compels the viewer to imagine the layers underneath, "buried
alive" by the build up of paint. Mira Schor, in her book. Wet, claims that
"ultimately, the best painting manuals are paintings themselves seen in the
’thickness’of ’copresence,’ where the richness of visual information facilitates
painting’s conversation with painting as medium, space, substance and
history"(187). DeFeo’s paintings illustrate Schor’s point as they engage in a
conversation with paint itself and the physical cycle of change. DeFeo’s heavy use
of layering is a strong influence on my own work. I also use many layers to
obliterate and hide areas of previous surfaces.
There are several differences between my work and the work of the
abstract-expressionist painters. The first has to do with the depth of field
perceived from the figure/ground relationship in the painting. Many of the ab-ex
painters, like Jackson Pollack, worked with a figure/ground relationship that
created the illusion of a very shallow depth of field. In my paintings I try to create
the illusion of a deep space, revealing through glazes and scratches, a space that
lies underneath the surface of the painting.
The use of specific images, a part of my personal symbology, is another
difference between my work and most ab-ex paintings. The organic images that I
use are more readily associated with the paintings of Georgia Okeefe than they
are with the abstract-expressionist painters. Her forms, like mine, are organic and
sensual. The focal points of many of her paintings emphasize the internal spaces
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of an object, such as the center of a flower (see illustration 2). This reference to
internal space is a primary concern of my own painting.
Along with artistic influences, there are a variety of personal life
experiences that have influenced this body of work. The most important of these
are my observations of, and experiences in, nature. I grew up in small farm
communities in the Midwest, surrounded by fields that were constantly changingbeing planted, cultivated, harvested, and planted again. This exposure to changes
in, and cycles of, organic objects is a conceptual influence on my work.
Since I have moved to Montana, the organic world has continued to
influence my work. I spend much time observing the changing seasons and
changes in the individual objects of the organic world: summer wind moving
though a field of grass provides an experience of light and rhythm; dark, still night
skies provide an experience of infinite space. Multiple aspects of the organic
experience—sound, light, and color—create impressions that I refer to when I am
painting.
My experience, over the past three years, working at a local nursing home
has also been a conceptual influence on my work. It provides me the opportunity
to observe changes in another aspect of the organic world, the human body. I
observe the body as it physically decays: the bones become fragile; blood vessels
break; the skin color changes, wrinkles and scars. The final step in this decaying
process is death. My observations of this process provide a reference for change
in the human body. These experiences, in nature and at the nursing home, give me

a direct reference for the changes that occur in the organic world.
Just before I began graduate school I traveled through Europe visiting a
number of cities including Prague, Paris, and Venice. Each of these cities is rich
with a history that is conveyed on the walls of its buildings. These ancient
surfaces still have a strong impact on my work. The chipping away of layers of
plaster reveals not only fresco, brick, and stone but also, history, time, movement,
and age. The surface is full of minute, archaeological details that reveal the
presence of previous habitants, both human and non-human. I enjoy experiencing
glimpses of these histories by looking at the surfaces of buildings. They are
moments of a passage covered by protective layers of paint that have, as part of a
cycle, begun to decay and flake. The invasion of natural elements has affected the
paint itself, which has become a record of these invasions. The surfaces on my
paintings imitate this quality which appears on the painted surfaces of ancient
buildings.

Material and Technical Concerns:
The work in this series is created in the mediums of oil painting and
monotype printmaking. There are a number of similarities in the way I work with
each of the two mediums. I use similar color schemes with both, as well as a
similar series of images. Both painting and printmaking allow me to repeatedly
layer the medium, which is important to both my process and content.
I use a variety of painting techniques including glazing, dry-brush, and wet
into wet. My materials are quite traditional. I work almost exclusively on
stretched and primed canvas with oil paints and traditional mediums such as
damar, linseed oil, and occasionally beeswax. Since creating surface information
is important to my work I keep large amounts of paint accessible. I like to build
surfaces with paint, instead of modeling mediums, because it leaves layers of
color to work back into.
As a compliment to my oil paintings I have recently begun to print
monotypes, which are included in my thesis. To create my monotypes I roll layers
of ink and paint onto a plexi-glass plate, lay a sheet of paper over the plexi-glass,
and run them both through an etching press. The plexi-glass allows me to remove
ink with various tools, providing the opportunity to work in a subtractive method,
wiping away ink from the non-image areas. When printed, these negative spaces
reveal previous layers, as do the gouges and scratches on the painted canvas. The
entrance of monotypes into my work initially began as an outlet for the
exploration of images and color relationships that I use in my larger paintings, but
7
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they have since become an important body of work in itself.
My basic palette, for both the paintings and prints, includes cadmium red,
cadmium yellow, alizarin crimson, cobalt and ultramarine blue, and white.
Occasionally I use other pigments, such as cerulean, but I generally mix from my
basic palette. This gives my color schemes continuity and gives me the
opportunity to push the limits of my palette. In this body of work I try to stay
away from artificial pigments because they cancel out the organic qualities that I
am trying to convey.
I often work with complimentary color schemes and alternate individual
layers of paint, between warm and cool color. If I want the final layer of a
painting to be blue, for instance, the layer underneath it might be painted in reds
and oranges. This gives the final color a subtle vibrancy and provides a good
layer underneath for scratching back into.

Chrysalis:
Chrysalis is, "the form which butterflies, moths, and most other similar
insects assume when they change from the state of larva or caterpillar and before
they arrive at their winged or perfect state"(Webster 180). It represents a moment
of change: a moment of transition from one form to another. The works in this
series are about transitions: literally, between layers of paint, and metaphorically,
between stages of life. They are symbols of both the external and internal changes
that organic life forms undertake as they pass through the world.
They reflect my own, personal experience with the organic world. I
observe the passages of other organic life forms, but I can only do this through my
own perceptions and experience of the world: my individual passage. As a result,
these paintings are a metaphor for changes in my own life. They represent, not
only the continuum that connects a variety of other organic forms, but also my
personal connection to those forms. The images in my work represent a synthesis
of the sensations I experience during my interactions with the organic world, as
well as the direct sensations that I experience while I am painting. The work
conveys my subjective experience of impressions made upon me by nature: snow
falling quietly through a forest, a maple leaf making its way toward the ground,
the crisp freshness of a cold liver, and a butterfly opening and closing its wings.
These impressions are recorded in a language of paint.
A primary concern in both my paintings and prints is the representation of
a series of forms that repeat throughout the work. The figurative roots of these
9
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forms are visible when viewing slides of my earlier paintings. I began painting
versions of the forms when I first started working in oils. They have since
become tools for my expression of a visual language and a part of my visual
vocabulary. This vocabulary is the aesthetic filter through which I process and
present personal experience; as a result, the forms are both specific and expansive.
They are specific because they come from private experience and a personal
symbology, but they are expansive because they are universal forms found in
many different organic spaces.

My goal is to create images that are

indicative of certain forms, but not limited to those forms. Abstracting the image
is one of the ways that 1 leave open the possibility for varied interpretation. 1 also
do this by choosing forms that repeat throughout nature. For example, I might
choose a leaf form that is similar in shape and design to the form of a human heart
or the form of a pod. I intend the forms to read as visual representations within
the natural world and to question the degree of difference that is seen in a leaf, a
heart, or a pod. Nature repeats itself in design, humans repeat nature, and a
constant and shared energy flows through everything. This continuum and
repetition is very important to my imagery. It removes hierarchy by giving a leaf
that is falling from a tree the same value as a heart that is pumping blood through
the human body or a pod that is carrying a human life.
The images in my work come from forms that 1 am visually attracted to
and am familiar with because I have touched them, observed them, and drawn
them throughout the course of my life. They speak to me of organic life, energy.
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and motion and represent objects in transition or motion. Some represent change:

form becoming something new, life leaving or arriving and the shifting of energy.
The forms reference both human and non-human reproductive cycles and are
intentionally sensual, emphasizing the power of moments at the beginning of life
passages. They are round and brightly painted, representing energy as it is
bursting, transforming-becoming.
The forms also represent instinct and independence. They stake a claim in
a space, and in their seclusion, represent freedom. Isolated, on an individual
passage, they are free to transform, to be still, or to fall. The forms also reference
the complex beauty found in the deep, expansive, internal spaces of the objects
that they represent. They represents the inner workings of life’s cyclical process
and interior spaces that provide a home for life to circulate, shift, and transform,
states of chrysalis. This includes pods or cocoons that provide a protected place, a
shelter, for transition when a seed is opening or an insect is transforming. They
represent quiet and secretive places, guarding life as it changes. Argonauta.
illustration 3, is a good example of this. “Argonauta” is the name of a shell. A
shell is a container that protects life. The form in this painting is also a container:
isolated, surrounded only by smaller, secondary shapes. The form is somewhat
transparent and in the process of opening and changing.
I also use forms to represent later, or final, moments of a life passage:
leaves that are falling, wings that are separated from their bodies or partially
covered or caught, somewhere in mid-flight. These forms represent a solitary
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object at one place in its passage through life. The falling leaf, for example, is
obviously at the end of its life and heading toward the ground where it will decay
into the earth and begin a new cycle. It represents meditative, organic flight, at
the end of life.
When death happens, a haunted beauty sometimes occurs that is similar to
sensations experienced in the autumn, when rich colors on leaves make them
beautiful even as they are dying. It is a beauty that occurs at a specific moment
that holds decay and new life, a moment of shifting energy. In articulou mortis,
illustration 4, translated as "the very moment of death," is a painting that
represents this moment. Texture, along with color, is used to emphasize a
dramatic and precise moment when energy shifts from one phase to another. This
painting represents not death, but an exact moment of transition. The surfaces are
a representation of the passage of time that is required for things to weather, grow,
or decay. The painted layers and specific forms symbolize the changes that occur
during a life cycle process, until the life form eventually dies, energy shifts, and a
new life cycle begins.
The specific forms found in these paintings, which make up the visual
vocabulary have described, are found in the intimate details of nature. Throughout
the warmer seasons I take walks on a nearby mountain. I enjoy the evolution of
various wild flowers and the appearance of numerous varieties of butterflies, each
butterfly having wings of intricate and unique colors and patterns. I observe their
attraction to specific flowers at certain stages in the flowers blooming, as well as
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the dying of these flowers later in the summer, and with that, the disappearance of

the butterflies. All of these details are set against the large, dramatic backdrop of
the Montana sky. The sky, large and abstract, is overwhelming. Its appearance is
infinite, beyond the scope of my vision. I can, however, get close to an Indian
Paintbrush or a Bitterroot flower. I can touch them, smell them, and explore their
structures. This world of details provides a reference for knowledge of the larger
universe. Its accessibility depends on the exploration of individual objects.
A distinct awareness of intimate space also comes to me through more
dramatic experiences of not so accessible detail. One example is the comet, HaleBop, as it was passing by the earth in 1997. The time that it was visible from
earth was only a brief moment of its passage through infinite space, yet that
moment provided our only opportunity to learn of its passage; it provided us with
a connection to larger experiences.
I often use interior light source to create an intimate context for the organic
details that are placed in the spacious backgrounds of my paintings. These
backgrounds represent infinite space, while the forms represent the intimate
details of the organic world. This relationship creates a dialogue between the
’expansive’and the ’specific.’ The paintings expand, contract, open, and close,
moving back and forth between specific detail and infinite space. They represent
a space that is open-ended and dynamic: the infinite space through which an
object passes during a life cycle process.
I use color as another means of representing both intimate and infinite
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space. Many of the colors in my paintings are not commonly associated with the

exterior surfaces of the organic world. They do not represent the earthy, natural
colors seen superficially in the landscape. Instead they are colors that are found
underneath surfaces and between organic forms, such as the deep purple seen
through the transparent skin of a berry or the red of an apricot seed just cut open.
These colors, which represent life, are found in layers of matter, when vulnerable
material is exposed; the color, for example, that is revealed when human skin is
scratched or cut.
They are colors that represent change, transforming as they are affected by
natural elements. The brilliant red of a leaf, for example, just before it falls to the
ground in late autumn or the lavender surface of a stone that turns purple once it
gets wet. Color changes as energy shifts and objects grow and decay. Color shifts
as life changes form.
The colors in my paintings reflect the passage of energy that moves
throughout the organic world. The strong emphasis on warm color is one way I
represent this source of energy. The paintings, although created with under-layers
of cool tones, are most often finished with a warm color scheme. My intention is
to give the canvas a warm glow that subtly represents life’s energy.
The colors in my work are also used as a transition between the internal
and external content of the images. They represent both the colors found in the
organic world and the colors associated with the interior aspects of the human life
cycle, thus connecting the physical world to private, emotional spaces. I use
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color to represent calm, still, and quiet space, as well as aggressive, energetic
action. Color is one of the most active and powerful elements of a painting,
leading vision in, out and throughout the surface on which it is applied. Annie
Dilliard elegantly describes an experience with color in her book. Pilgrim at
Tinker Creek, where she writes:

When I woke in the morning, color-patches wrapped round
my eyes, intricately, leaving not one unfilled spot. All day
long I walked among shifting color-patches that parted
before me like the Red Sea and closed again is silence,
transfigured, wherever I looked back. Some patches
swelled and loomed, while others vanished utterly, and dark
marks flitted at random over the whole dazzling sweep.
(29)

This is an experience of the color I attempt to convey in my paintings: a passage
through a surface that is similar to our visual passage through the world. Color,
with changes in light, shifts and transforms before our eyes, moving vision in and
out of form and between objects. This is the experience of color and light
represented by the Impressionist painters. The Impressionists, however, rely on
external light sources, such as the moon or sun, while I would like to convey an
experience of interior light; a light that radiates from within, similar to the light
seen in a Chagall or Rothko painting.
Some of the images are presented in diptych or triptych formats so I can
depict different experiences of the organic world simultaneously. I enjoy the
visual dialogue that occurs between two complimentary prints. This creates a
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visual exchange between the two images that emphasizes their similarities and
differences. It gives me the opportunity to present two opposing or complimentary
moments in a life-cycle process—to illustrate two isolated, yet related moments.
It also provides the opportunity for variety in visual presentation.
The prints sometimes take on a tapestry-like thickness after several layers
of ink have accumulated on the surface. When prints are placed next to each other
there is a subtle shadow that occurs where they overlap, enhancing the tapestry
like quality. The pairs and groupings for each piece are chosen after twenty or
thirty prints are completed. This keeps the relationships between prints fresh,
which is very important considering I want them to convey a feeling of immediacy
and spontaneity.
I am exhibiting two painted diptychs. The panels in illustration 5,
Communion, were originally created to be separate panels. As I began to finish
them separately I noticed a color relationship that I liked, as well as a strong
composition that occurred when I placed them next to each other, so I finished
them as one work. Thave since created a second painted diptych, as a compliment
to Communion. The two work as a visual bridge between the prints and
paintings.

Summary:
Painting is a human motion I use to describe other natural motions. It is
the medium I use to make connections between a falling leaf or a human being. In
this body of work is a group of images which reference these connections. I
develop relationships between layers of paint, specific objects and intimate space,
and between canvases or prints that are placed side by side.
I enjoy exploring both painting and printmaking as a part of my art work.
Living in Montana has given me access to new aspects of the organic world,
which has greatly affected ihy art. Both the colors and forms in my work are
influenced by the surrounding landscape.
The images in this work represent transitions in life cycle processes and
relationships between specific details and infinite space. They are an exploration,
through paint, of relationships between various life forms in the organic world.
They are also a personal exploration of my relationship with these forms. The
paintings, as they undergo the layering and ‘burying process, present constant
possibilities for change. They provide, for me, moments of chrysalis.
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